THE AGE OF MERCANTILISM
exerted on him to keep his men at work. Thirdly: he could
only employ trained artisans who had served an apprentice-
ship. Fourthly: he must conform to a recognized standard
of quality and dimensions. Fifthly: prices were sometimes
fixed by public authority. Sixthly: his trade might be put
into the hands of monopolists, who would either refuse him
the right to continue in business or exact from him oppressive
fees for doing so.
The grievance of low wages was as old as the capitalist
system itself. It was voiced in a fifteenth-century pamphlet,
On England's Commercial Policy.
The poor have the labour, the rich the winning.9
The evil was accentuated by the failure of wages to keep
pace with the advance in prices produced by the influx of
American silver into Europe. A famous ballad in the time of
Charles II recited:
cln former ages we us'd to give.
So that our work-folks like farmers did live;
But the times are altered ...
We will make [them] to work hard for sixpence a day,
Though a shilling they deserve if they had their just pay.5
While the monarchy sustained its grip upon the economic
life of the country, the regulation of working-class conditions
was considered the province of the state. It refused to
recognize the claim of the wage-earners to combine together
in order to promote their interests, yet as a compensation
it shouldered (in principle at least) the responsibility for
safeguarding their welfare because it interfered in matters
affecting wages, employment and technical training. The
famous enactment known as the Statute of Apprentices
(I56s)1 empowered the justices of the peace in every county
and city to fix maximum wages, calculated to 'yield unto the
hired person both in the time of scarcity and in the time of
1 State regulation of wages goes back to the fourteenth century, though it
was apparently limited to unskilled labour outside the craft gilds.
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